Cell-mediated immunity in trachomatous scarring. Evidence from a leprosy population.
There is limited understanding of the mechanisms that mediate immunity after infection by Chlamydia trachomatis. Since it is known that the clinical course of leprosy is related to cell-mediated immunity and that such immunity contributes to the development of trachomatous conjunctival scarring, the authors examined patients to determine if there might be an association between leprosy status and trachomatous conjunctival scarring. Leprosy patients registered at Shashemane Hospital were interviewed, examined, and patients with siblings residing in the vicinity were asked to return for further clinical examination. A subsample of sibships was selected for laboratory evaluation of cell-mediated immunity, measured by lymphocyte proliferative responses in vitro to stimulation by mycobacterial antigens. Conjunctival scarring was less severe in multibacillary leprosy patients (with suppressed cell-mediated immunity) than in their healthy siblings and more severe in paucibacillary leprosy patients (with enhanced cell-mediated immunity) than in their healthy siblings. The mean lymphocyte proliferative responses to mycobacterial antigens were greater in the sibling (whether leprous or healthy) with more severe conjunctival scarring, regardless of type of leprosy. The specific cellular immune responses to Mycobacterium leprae and p65 antigen in patients with increased conjunctival scarring provide evidence that early in the course of infection with C. trachomatis, factors related to an individual's cellular response are crucial to the development of conjunctival scarring. A delayed-type hypersensitivity reaction ("reversal reaction") found in paucibacillary leprosy patients could contribute to the increased trachomatous conjunctival scarring in these patients.